This book is a collection of essays on the place of heredity in the thought of the Middle Ages. Its core is the clear demonstration by Maaike van der Lugt that the notion of hereditary disease emerged in the thirteenth century, and found a clear expression in the fourteenth. Its roots were in the writings of Arab philosophers and doctors, but what was revolutionary was the metaphoric transfer of the expression 'hereditary', previously used to designate goods and properties transmitted through generations, to the domain of medicine.

This book challenges the view that the Renaissance was a revolutionary time for medical and biological thought. The opposite is true: the notion of hereditary disease emerged in the thirteenth century, was not deeply transformed during the Renaissance, and took on increasing importance at the end of the eighteenth century, finally leading to the birth of a scientific theory of heredity in the middle of the nineteenth century.

But this book also challenges the alternative hypothesis: heredity was a central question for thinkers of the Middle Ages. The justification of the power of the nobility by the existence of a 'noble blood', the rise of anti-semitism supporting a differentiation between human beings, the efforts made to breed animals of higher quality, the progressive interpretation of original sin in biological terms, the rules established by the Church against consanguinity: all would have contributed to the emergence of an hereditarian vision.

The different contributors show that the situation was much more complex. There was a sharp contrast between the hereditarian functioning of society, with a strict hereditarian transmission of power and charges, and the numerous factors which opposed this hereditarian vision: the conviction, based on the Bible, of the uniqueness of human nature, the emphasis placed on the conditions surrounding conception and pregnancy to explain human characteristics, the importance of the notion of complexion in medicine, a product of nature and local environment, opposed the emergence of a science of heredity. The widely accepted belief in an heredity of acquired characters made the picture even more fuzzy. The rules preventing consanguinity were not justified by a 'eugenic' project. The existence of 'noble' blood was a popular conception, disconnected from the writings of doctors. The improvement in animal breeding only concerned animals of the nobility, falcons and dogs. The interpretations of original sin were numerous and contradictory. The consequence was that the list of hereditary diseases included leprosy and gout, but none of the diseases that today would be found in a similar list.

Two interesting lessons emerge from reading this book. The first is the role of interdisciplinarity considered in an extensive way. The emergence of the notion of hereditary disease in the Middle Ages required borrowing the notion of heredity from its use in law. The concept of latency, necessary to explain the transmission of hereditary diseases, has its roots in theology.

The second lesson comes from the comparison with what happened in the nineteenth century. The rise of a science of heredity was made possible by the coalescence, the conjunction of different social, scientific, and epistemic transformations. In particular, the disconnection between the characteristics of organisms, humans included, and the place in which they were living, due to the increasing circulation of plants, animals and humans, as well as the classifications of human beings following colonisation, had very important roles in the rise of a science of heredity. It explains the limits of the hereditarian vision in the Middle Ages.

All the contributions collected in this book are rich in information and offer acute critical perspectives. This book will be of interest not only to those involved in the history of medicine in the Middle Ages, but also to all historians working on the interaction between sociocultural conditions and the growth of scientific knowledge.
